Most people think only of content when they consider business. The authors argue that context is now more important. The authors' argument has two parts. First, while lives of consumers in developed countries are materially the best in history, time pressures and exploding information and technology overwhelm consumers. Something elemental is missing from their lives. Failed by social institutions, they "want reinforcement of their personal--not just commercial--values."(p. xv) They are searching for trust, respect, honesty, courtesy, and ease.
The second part of the argument is that great businesses are relevant and provide the context/values that consumers are looking for. The way they do that is they do not try to be the best at everything, but they dominate in the one part of the five-part transaction most important to their target customers, differentiate or set themselves apart from the competition in one other, and are acceptable in the other three. To fail to be at least acceptable in any area is the road to failure. Attempting to excel in all five parts confuses consumers and is needlessly costly.
If their ideas seem a bit far fetched, the authors make a fair case. If you think about it, consumers are cynical about business, not without reason, and finding a business that treats its customers as real people, instead of a set of demographics, and with respect and honesty is refreshing, if rare. The authors are right about one thing, though others have said it: too many firms are doing the same mediocre things. Few give customers any reason to be loyal. When every offering looks the same as every other, price becomes the only issue.
The authors gathered the material for the book through their consulting with many firms, both large and small. They refer to massive quantities of their survey research throughout the book, but most of the evidence they present to support their arguments is in the form of the case or story, many of which are interesting, but do not always ring true.
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